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Using the freshman on-track indicator

to predict graduation in two urban
districts in the Midwest Region

This study uses a measure based on
grade 9 course credits earned and fail-
ures to examine four-year high school
graduation rates for students classified as
“on track” and “off track” to graduate in
two urban Midwest Region districts. For
both districts, the on-track indicator was
a significant predictor of on-time high
school graduation, even after controlling
for student background characteristics
and grade 8 assessment test scores.

Recent estimates suggest that of U.S. public
high school freshmen in the fall of 2005 24.5
percent did not graduate on time in 2008/09
(Stillwell, Sable, and Plotts 2011)." As states
and school districts attempt to boost gradua-
tion rates, they face the challenge of identify-
ing which students are at risk of not graduat-
ing on time. Early warning indicators based on
measurable student outcomes and behaviors
could help identify students at risk while there
is still time to redirect their trajectory away
from dropping out or falling behind.

The current study focuses on the freshman on-
track indicator developed by the Consortium on
Chicago School Research (CCSR). This indicator
identifies a student at the end of the first year of
high school as on track to graduate if:

 The student has accumulated the neces-
sary course credits in grade 9 to move to
grade 10, as defined by district policy.

o The student has no more than one semes-
ter failure in any English, math, science, or
social studies course.

The CCSR found that of the Chicago fresh-
man class of 1999, 81 percent of students who
were on track graduated from high school
within four years compared with 22 percent of
students who were off track (Allensworth and
Easton 2005).

Educators want to know how consistently in-
dicators predict graduation across districts. In
a recent study, Regional Educational Labora-
tory (REL) Southwest found that in five Texas
districts, a greater percentage of on-track

than off-track students graduated within four
years (Hartman et al. 2011).> However, across
Chicago and the five Texas districts studied by
Hartman et al,, the difference in on-time grad-
uation rates for on-track and off-track students
varied considerably, ranging from 18.4 per-
centage points to 59.0 percentage points. This
report adds to this body of research by apply-
ing the CCSR model to two additional districts
(referred to as District A and District B), both
in the Midwest Region.

Although the CCSR study of Chicago students
found that the on-track indicator had predic-
tive value after accounting for student back-
ground characteristics (Allensworth and Easton
2005), that study cannot predict whether this

is the case in other districts. The current study
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examines the extent to which the CCSR on-track
indicator predicts on-time graduation in two
other districts after controlling for student back-
ground characteristics and prior achievement.

The current study examined three research
questions for two urban districts in the Mid-
west Region:

o  What were the freshman on-track and off-
track rates for recent cohorts, overall and
by student background subgroup?

« How did four-year in-district graduation
rates compare for on-track and off-track
freshmen in recent cohorts, overall and by
student background subgroup?

o To what extent does the on-track indica-
tor predict four-year graduation rates for
recent cohorts in each district, after ac-
counting for baseline student background
characteristics?

The main results of the study are the following:

«  For both districts, students who were on
track at the end of grade 9 graduated on
time at a higher rate than did students
who were off track. This was the case both
overall and for every student background
subgroup examined in each district.

 In District A, the graduation rate was
80.7 percent for on-track students and
30.2 percent for off-track students in
the 2005/06 cohort and 77.7 percent

and 30.0 percent in the 2006/07 cohort.

« In District B, the graduation rate was
90.6 percent for on-track students and

46.1 percent for off-track students in the
2005/06 cohort and 90.5 percent and
44.7 percent in the 2006/07 cohort.?

For both districts, the on-track indicator
was a significant predictor of on-time high
school graduation, even after controlling
for student background characteristics
and for student assessment test scores in
grade 8. The odds of on-time graduation
for students who were on track at the end
of their freshman year was estimated to be
6.6 times that of students who had similar
characteristics but were off track at the
end of their freshman year for District A
and 5.5 times for District B.

For both districts, the effect size of being
on track compared with being oft track
(as measured by increases in the odds of
graduating) was larger than the effect size
for every student background characteris-
tic and for grade 8 assessment test scores.

 In District A, the percentage of students
who were on track at the end of grade 9
ranged from 41.1 percent to 51.5 per-
cent across four cohorts. The on-track
and off-track rates varied with sub-
group classifications based on gender,
race/ethnicity, individualized education
program (IEP) status, age, and grade 8
proficiency level on the state math and
reading assessments. The on-track rate
for individual subgroups ranged from
25.3 percent to 73.9 percent.

« In District B, the percentage of stu-
dents who were on track at the end
of grade 9 ranged from 84.6 percent
to 86.8 percent across five cohorts.



The on-track and off-track rate varied
with subgroup classifications based

on gender, race/ethnicity, IEP status,
free or reduced-price lunch status, age,
and grade 8 proficiency level on the
state math and reading assessments.
The on-track rates for individual
subgroups ranged from 67.2 percent to
97.6 percent.

The pattern of results in this study is similar to
that of prior studies (Allensworth and Easton
2005; Hartman et al. 2011), with some differ-
ences in overall on-track rates, on-track rates
for particular student subgroups, and the
degree to which the on-track indicator differ-
entiates between graduates and nongraduates.
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to estimate the percentage of public high school
freshmen who graduate with a regular diploma
four years after starting grade 9 (Seastrom et al.
2006a, 2006b). Under this method, the rate for
2008/09 (the freshman class in the fall of 2005)
equals the total number of diploma recipients
in 2008/09 divided by the average enrollment of
grade 8 students in 2004/05, grade 9 students in
2005/06, and grade 10 students in 2006/07.

2. Both Allensworth and Easton (2005) and Hart-
man et al. (2011) calculated graduation rates by
tallying the number of on-track and off-track
freshmen in each district who went on to gradu-
ate on time. Students who left the district during
grade 9 or who transferred into the district after
grade 9 were not included in these calculations.
The same method was used in this report.

3. The findings for the first two research questions
show that on-track rates and on-time gradu-
ation rates were higher for District B than for
District A. It is not within the scope of this

Notes study to compare the two districts, however, or
to explain the underlying reasons for the on-
K . in either district.
L Stillwell, Sable, and Plotts (2011) applied the av- track rates or graduation rates in either district
eraged freshman graduation rate, a method used
by the National Center for Education Statistics April 2012
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